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ABSTRACT Research reports prepared by three Australian preservice teachers—Paula
Shaw, Chris Sharp and Scott McDonald—undertaking their teacher education practicum
in Canada, form the basis of this paper. The reports provide critical insights into three
aspects of education for young people in both Canada and Australia. They also provide
critical insight into the ways in which a practicum research project, along with the
opportunities afforded through an international experience, enabled the preservice teachers
to broaden their understanding of the curriculum for young people, of issues relevant to the
diverse needs of young people, and of themselves and their priorities as teachers. The
preservice teachers investigated three topics: attempts to reduce homophobia in schools; the
presence or absence of Aboriginal content in the school curricula in British Columbia and
Queensland; and “schools-within-schools” as a means to meet the needs of diverse student
populations. Linda Farr Darling from the University of British Columbia provides a
response to the three reports.
Introduction
JANE MITCHELL & DIANE MAYER
This paper reports on the experiences of three Australian student-teachers who
completed a 10-week practicum in Vancouver, Canada as part of their secondary
teacher education programme. The student-teachers were awarded funding as part
of the Australian University Mobility in Asia and the Pacific (UMAP) programme
funded by the Australian Government. The purpose of this programme is to provide
Australian higher education students with opportunities to complete part of their
course of study in countries in the Asia-Pacific region. This not only reflects an
acknowledgement of the value of cultural exchange that accrues through studying in
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a country other than one’s own, but also some of the trends associated with the
internationalisation of education and what this means for participation in global
economies. More particularly, in the context of teacher education, one of the
intentions of participating in the UMAP programme was to deliberately set the
process of teacher education into an international arena and to acknowledge the
ways in which the work of teachers with respect to both curricular content and
employment location is less and less bound by national and state borders. The
“global teacher” is being created because of, for example, new technologies, global
markets, movements of people, shifting territories and borders, changing patterns of
employment, and more pragmatically, a worldwide shortage of teachers (Luke, Luke
& Mayer, 2000). Moreover, the “global teacher” is being created despite the
often-parochial teacher preparation regulations stipulated by some educational and
employment jurisdictions.
In this case, the three student-teachers re-located from Brisbane, Australia to
Vancouver, Canada. While one could say, with the exception perhaps of the
weather, that the difference between these cities is not great—similar in population
size, located in relatively wealthy Western countries that share similar colonial
histories, ethnically diverse populations, liberal democratic governments and well-
developed systems of education—there is still much to be gained through compari-
son of, in this case, educational practices that have many similarities (Alexander,
2000). As part of this practicum experience, the students undertook a research
project in which they investigated one aspect of an educational practice that was part
of their school experience or that aligned with their curricular interests. The
student-teachers all chose to investigate issues pertinent to the curricular experiences
of young people. Paula Shaw compared the way in which Indigenous education and
content is articulated in syllabus documents in Queensland and British Columbia,
particularly for students in the middle phase of schooling. She also reported on
aspects of a social science unit that she taught to a Grade 9 class and the
implications that had for her understanding of the curriculum. Chris Sharpe re-
searched the issue of emerging sexual identity among young people in school
contexts that are typically and overwhelmingly heteronormative. His study focussed
on a gay and lesbian support group in a school in Vancouver and the implications
of such groups for young people. Scott McDonald investigated the concept of
mini-schools and describes one school in which there were eight distinct schools
within a school that seek to cater explicitly for the needs of particular groups of
young students. Scott reports on some of the pros and cons of this model for
students and teachers.
The following reports have been written by the preservice teachers. First and
foremost, the reports capture their understanding of the topic under investigation
and the educational implications for young people in the middle phase of schooling.
More broadly, the reports also capture the value of the experience in Canada for
these preservice teachers in relation to their understanding of educational processes
for young people. The process of comparison enabled them to begin to set their
experiences into a global context. Following these reports is a response by Linda
Farr Darling from the University of British Columbia. Linda’s paper pulls key
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thematic threads from the reports and sets them into a philosophical and theoretical
context pertinent to global education and teacher education.
Approaches to Teaching Indigenous Studies in Mainstream Schools in
Queensland and British Columbia
PAULA SHAW
Since I began my Bachelor of Education (Secondary) degree with History and
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies as my curriculum areas, I have had a
strong research interest in the ways Indigenous studies are approached in theory and
in teaching practice, particularly in mainstream schools. I developed a research
proposal that related to this topic, which suggested comparing the approaches taken
in Queensland with those taken in British Columbia in Canada. I chose British
Columbia as a comparative case study because of the historical parallels that exist
between Queensland and British Columbia and their respective Indigenous popula-
tions. Therefore, I was excited by the opportunity to take up a UMAP scholarship
to complete my final practicum of 10 weeks at a school in Vancouver, British
Columbia.
During this exchange, I taught at a public high school in a relatively affluent and
predominantly Anglo-Canadian area in Vancouver. The school did not offer “BC
First Nations 12” (British Columbia Ministry of Education, 1995), which parallels
the Queensland senior “Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies” subject
(Queensland Board of Senior Secondary School Studies, 2001). There was only one
identifying First Nations student at the school. As such, I initially felt that perhaps
my experience at that school did not position me well to discuss approaches to
teaching Indigenous Studies in British Columbia.
However, upon further reflection on the experience, I have come to see that the
insights I gained, while perhaps limited, are in fact valid and important to a
discussion about Indigenous studies in mainstream schools in middle-year age
groups. While I did not have the opportunity to teach or observe the First Nations
Studies subject, nor to teach Indigenous students, I did teach a unit of Comparative
Indigenous Studies to three classes of Grade 9 students and, in doing so, became
acquainted with the way in which Indigenous studies for mainstream, non-
Indigenous students is approached. In my reflections, I have come to realise that
what I did not see is as telling in itself as what I did see.
Background
Numerous studies indicate that Indigenous students find little joy or success in
mainstream schools (for example, Lucey, 1998). Statistics indicate that Indigenous
students in Australia drop out of school earlier (particularly in the middle years of
schooling), achieve less well in assessment tasks, have more behaviour problems,
86 P. Shaw et al.
suffer a higher rate of depression, are less likely to find employment and have poorer
levels of basic literacy than their non-Indigenous counterparts (Lucey, 1998). It is
clear, then, that the mainstream system continues to fail Indigenous students. There
is a serious cultural mismatch between the way Indigenous students learn and the
way the mainstream teaches them.
Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999), in her book Decolonizing Methodologies, discusses the
ways in which Indigenous peoples have been researched and draws parallels between
these and the processes of colonisation. She argues that research about Indigenous
issues that is undertaken within the discourses of non-Indigenous research method-
ology is yet another way in which Indigenous peoples are made the subject. She
suggests that in order for Indigenous issues to be better understood, an Indigenous
research methodology is necessary. Her argument can also be used in examining the
pedagogy employed in the teaching of Indigenous issues in educational institutions.
Teaching about Indigenous issues using the pedagogy of the coloniser serves again
to subjugate Indigenous peoples.
To alter this pattern, it is necessary to introduce a discourse of Indigenous
approaches to knowledge into the powerful discourses already at play in the
mainstream education system. This, however, is no mean feat. Luke (2000) dis-
cusses the way in which the mainstream necessarily appropriates and dissolves
dissenting perspectives. He further suggests that introducing a dissenting perspective
into the mainstream system requires assimilation on the part of that which is being
introduced, and that this is done by negotiating its goals and consequences,
presumably to fit within and provide positive outcomes for the system. Gee (1991)
concurs, arguing that discourses are resistant to internal criticism and self-scrutiny
because viewpoints that undermine them are necessarily defined as being outside
them. He suggests that attempting to criticise a discourse from without is like trying
to repair the wing of a plane while it is in flight: futile.
There is little doubt that Indigenous approaches to knowledge constitute a
dissenting viewpoint from the powerful discourses of mainstream education. As
such, there is a serious conundrum inherent in any attempt to introduce Indigenous
pedagogies into mainstream schools: how can one maintain the integrity of these
approaches, and at the same time have them make an impact on mainstream
discourses in education?
There is potential within Indigenous studies programmes to do far more than
merely inform students about history, cultural practices, dance, art, music, food or
stories. There is an opportunity to have these things taught using Indigenous
approaches to knowledge that value deep listening and thought of others and of the
self, and to provide an alternative worldview context for the learning of the histories,
the cultural practices, arts and other Indigenous knowledges.
While there is evidence that many Indigenous learners are not powerfully literate
within non-Indigenous discourses (Lucey, 1998), the idea that non-Indigenous
learners (students, teachers, mainstream society) are illiterate in Indigenous dis-
courses is still peripheral in much non-Indigenous research and educational dis-
course. There are non-Indigenous people who have developed their literacy in
Indigenous discourses, and these people, along with Indigenous people literate in
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non-Indigenous discourses, are faced with the challenge of mediating between the
two.
Reflections on the Practicum Experiences in British Columbia and Queensland
The documents relating to Indigenous studies in both Queensland and British
Columbia schools highlight that some attempt has been made to incorporate an
approach to learning that is, at least to some degree, in keeping with Indigenous
approaches. While the Queensland Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander syllabus
has explicitly recognised the different nature of knowledge in Indigenous contexts
and offers suggestions for dealing with this in the senior subject, the British
Columbia Shared Learnings: Integrating BC Aboriginal Content K-10 document
(British Columbia Ministry of Education, 1998a) provides a more practical response
with activities and ideas that teachers can use in the classroom, incorporating a
broad inter-year level and inter-disciplinary scope. The Shared Learnings document
represents a significant advance in providing practical suggestions for teachers than
anything currently available in Queensland.
The rate of Indigenous students not completing high school is far higher than for
non-Indigenous students in both British Columbia and in Queensland, and the
Western educational paradigm, its content and associated traditional pedagogy, is
often cited as a reason. Therefore, it is somewhat ironic that it is in the senior level
subjects (for which many Indigenous students will not be at school to take) that the
importance of an Indigenous approach to the content is most clearly articulated.
There can be little argument that the documentation provided to teachers by the
British Columbia Ministry for Education, in the form of the Shared Learnings
document and the Planning Guide and Framework for Development of Aboriginal
Learning Resources (British Columbia Ministry of Education, 1998a; 1998b) dis-
tributed to every school in the Province, along with significant inservice programmes
to facilitate its implementation, has the potential to facilitate teachers’ inclusion of
significant Aboriginal content and approaches. However, such inclusions are not an
inherent necessity of the Junior Social Studies Integrated Resource Package (IRP)
(the syllabus) (British Columbia Ministry of Education, 1997) and, as such, it is left
to individual teachers to take up the opportunity to include such content. In schools
where there are few Indigenous students and where teachers do not have a personal
commitment to Indigenous studies, including such content is eminently avoidable.
My practicum experience in British Columbia supported this argument. My
sponsor teachers were not experienced in using the Shared Learnings document. I
came across it by chance at a one-day workshop on Aboriginal Education at the
University of British Columbia during the week prior to my practicum. In the school
I inquired as to whether there was a copy of the document available and was given
one of the copies that sat on the Head of the Department’s shelf.
During my practicum, the document that I was directed to use as the basis for the
unit I taught was the textbook. I quickly noticed that the material presented in this
focused on pre-contact Indigenous traditional cultures and, while some attempts
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were obviously being made to make the information accessible to Grade 9 students,
there was still evidence of a rather ethnocentric, old-style anthropological approach
of “exoticising” traditional Indigenous cultures. For example, there were pictures of
young men with their nipples pierced with long wires that were pulled tight in a
painful looking way. This image was included without clearly explaining that the
young man was taking part in a coming-of-age ceremony, which required him to
show bravery and endurance to pain, and that such ceremonies have parallels in
many cultures. In the end, I used the image as part of a critical literacy exercise
where the students were asked to evaluate the approach taken by the authors of the
text. However, the face value of the inclusion of the image in the text could be seen
to be dubious given the approach a teacher unfamiliar with such material might take
if using only the text as their guide. Thus, my observation is that the documentation
in British Columbia places no imperative on teaching a politicised Indigenous
content.
The Grade 9 unit of student work that I subsequently developed included a strong
focus on continuity and resilience in Indigenous cultures (and looked at post-
invasion history and its social consequences), and included important affective as
well as experiential learning activities. I led excursions to the Museum of Anthro-
pology and the final assessment item required reflection and articulation of students’
own sense of cultural identity. The unit also included the examinable content set out
in the schoolwork programme and clearly achieved some of the Learning Outcomes
prescribed in the Social Studies IRP.
Documents produced in British Columbia, particularly the Shared Learnings
document, present teachers with ready-to-use resources and practical approaches to
incorporating Indigenous content across the curricular. My observations and experi-
ences indicate that there is little or no imperative for teachers to teach using
Indigenous pedagogical approaches or even to teach a politicised and contemporary
Indigenous content through the Social Studies 8–10 IRP. There also seems to be
limited interest by teachers in making use of the Shared Learnings document as a
teaching resource.
In contrast, the Queensland Studies of Society and the Environment syllabus
(Queensland School Curriculum Council, 2000) includes in its outcomes a far
greater and more prescriptive focus on including Indigenous Australian content in
schoolwork programmes. The document does not, however, provide any of the
practical information and ideas or Indigenous approaches to knowledge that Shared
Learnings does. So while the Queensland document demands the inclusion of a
current and politicised Indigenous content, it offers teachers little by way of practical
information to assist them in fulfilling these requirements. Studies of Society and the
Environment, as a junior level subject, is not moderated across the state like senior
subjects are, which once again leaves the inclusion of Indigenous content up to the
school and its individual teachers. Given that the documentation provided does not
give practical assistance, and that there are no checks to ensure that the outcomes
set out in the syllabus document are met, an easy option for teachers is to avoid the
issue. In neither system is there an absolute imperative that Indigenous content, let
alone approaches, be included in mainstream schools.
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Conclusion
Queensland has developed a politicised and academic approach in its syllabus
documents, which recognises the importance of incorporating Indigenous
approaches to knowledge, and impresses the importance of Indigenous studies for all
students. However, practical and useable resources for teachers, and appropriate
teacher education programmes to support the implementation of these, are lacking.
In British Columbia, the practical resources are more fully developed than those
available in Queensland, yet in their implementation there is little impetus for
ensuring that Indigenous studies and approaches are included in mainstream pro-
grammes.
When we did this activity, I felt surprised because when I thought about
the invasion of my own homeland, I felt rather violated … I had never
thought about the First Nations Peoples feeling anything about the
Europeans before. (Grade 9 student, Vancouver, BC, 2002)
Responses to in-class activities such as this re-affirm for me the importance of
Indigenous studies education in mainstream schools. Having the opportunity to
undertake my final practicum in British Columbia and to teach a comparative unit
on First Nations Peoples has provided for me a far broader perspective on these
issues.
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Challenging Homophobia: a comparative investigation of the middle years
of schooling in British Columbia and Queensland
CHRIS SHARP
Background
There are many types of support groups for gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender
(GLBT) youth in British Columbia (YouthQuest, 2002). However, none of these
groups exist within Queensland schools even though anti-gay harassment and
violence are common in schools, and among teenagers. Perhaps the most common
way for an adolescent to disparage others today is by the use of terms like “faggot”
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and “dyke”. Teenage boys commit a disproportionate amount of verbal and physical
violence against GLBT persons of all ages. Many youth suicides, particularly males
living in rural communities, have been attributed to an inability to accept their own
homosexuality (Schneider, 1997). Within the past decade, schools in Canada and
the United States have recognised the need to deal with these issues.
Homophobic discrimination continues to be an ignored and almost invisible issue,
especially within schools. Several incidents during my practicum in Queensland
schools indicated to me that homophobia is often ignored by teachers and adminis-
trative staff except if the incident leads to physical violence. Such a retroactive
approach does little to educate the school community and challenge perceptions
regarding homophobia. Through conversations with preservice teacher peers, I
found homophobic discrimination to be a common experience at many schools, with
student-teachers feeling unsure of how to respond in such situations, especially if the
circumstances involved another teacher (e.g., a teacher making a homophobic
remark) because of the authority relationships involved and student-teachers’ lack of
practical experience.
Homophobia is directly recognised as unacceptable according to Canada’s anti-
discrimination law. In 1997, several parents of students from a school in British
Columbia protested against a teacher’s decision to study in class a book with
homosexual characters. By citing anti-discrimination laws, a student from the class
convinced the principal to not only allow the class to study the book, but also to
form a group called a Gay/Straight Alliance (GSA) (Gay and Lesbian Educators of
British Columbia, 2000). Since that time, 12 other GSAs have been formed in other
British Columbia high schools, with many other schools expressing interest in
forming a GSA. Approximately 10 other GSAs operate in the Ontario teaching
district. However, the initial idea for GSAs did not start in Canada, but rather in the
United States where there are now over 900 in existence, some having been in
operation for over 10 years. Every school within the state of Massachusetts is
required by law to have a GSA. These groups have been reported to be overwhelm-
ingly positive in terms of educating students, staff and families alike about diversity
issues, encouraging a greater degree of mutual understanding, and significantly
reducing anti-gay violence and harassment (Blumenfeld & Lindop, 1998). There are
currently no GSAs in Queensland schools.
Investigation
This investigation was conducted in two phases. First, I aimed to experience the
operation of a GSA through participant observation. Practical components of
establishing GSAs in schools were investigated, in order to provide guidance for
teachers in Queensland schools in establishing a GSA. Second, I conducted inter-
views to determine how successfully a specific GSA deals with homophobia in its
school and how it benefited the students involved.
Participant observation. In March 2000, the Annual General Meeting of the British
Columbia Teachers’ Federation debated and passed a motion to support teachers in
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establishing GSAs. Additionally, in 2001, the Gay and Lesbian Educators of British
Columbia (GALE BC) published a booklet that details information covered in
workshops they offer. The workshops and booklet address common questions
and/or misconceptions, and also provide practical steps for teachers for establishing
a GSA in their schools.
My practicum placement school in British Columbia was chosen for this investiga-
tion for two reasons. First, it was where I completed my 10-week practicum.
Additionally, the school had recently established a GSA within its middle years of
schooling. This provided for me an opportunity not only to participate regularly in
a GSA, but also to observe the school politics and atmosphere for a substantial
period of time. The general school setting, as well as staff and students who are
interested in all areas of social justice and challenging discrimination, are extremely
important to implementing and running a GSA group. This school has an enrolment
of just over 2000 mainly Chinese-Canadian students. It has a long-standing history
of working towards overcoming social justice problems such as bullying and racism.
However, homophobia continued to be a relatively ignored issue at the school until
the beginning of the school year in September 2001, when a teacher approached the
school administration with the hope of forming a GSA. The GSA group was
approved by the school administration and became known as CHAT. Because of a
current unfavourable climate towards extra curricular activities due to cuts in
government expenditure throughout all British Columbia schools, the founder of
CHAT is no longer directly associated with the group. As a result, CHAT has
essentially become “student-run”. However, two teachers continue to participate in
the group and support its activities.
The group is currently very small, with only three male students regularly
attending. The supporting teachers and student members of CHAT feel that there
are several reasons for this. Primarily, the group is still in its infancy and the general
school community has had little chance to discover the purposes of the group and
its importance. Information seminars were planned for the beginning of the year, but
were cancelled at the last minute because of difficulties getting guest speakers. As a
result, the group has relied on posters and a website to create awareness. However,
awareness of the group and its purpose continues to be limited for several reasons.
First, posters have been regularly torn down or removed without consent. In
addition, most students are unaware of the website. Second, student members of
CHAT feel that many students are unwilling to attend meetings through fear of
repercussions in the form of verbal and physical abuse from their peers. Third, the
group currently meets fortnightly and during the lunch break, which means that
students often have other obligations or prefer to be with their friends. An additional
reason was discovered when I attended a seminar run by Pride UBC (University of
British Columbia).1 A guest speaker explained that Chinese youth often feel uncom-
fortable exploring the issue of homosexuality with their family and friends because
of cultural taboo. He suggested that these are topics that are simply not part of
traditional Chinese discourse. This is resulting in difficulties for first-generation and
second-generation Chinese-Canadian youth, who may be struggling to develop their
sexual identities across two cultures.
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Since awareness of CHAT and its purposes continued to be limited, the members
of CHAT organised and implemented two projects during my time at the school.
Both were designed to increase homophobia awareness. The first project involved
publishing information about the group in the school yearbook. Students wrote a
description of CHAT and its purposes, creatively expressed feelings and thoughts
through art and poetry, and organised a photograph for those members who felt
comfortable having a photograph published in the yearbook. A fortnight later when
the group met again, the photograph was taken and the layout of the yearbook page
was discussed. The student work was also submitted to the supporting teachers
for feedback and editing. Although the yearbook will not be published and
distributed until the end of the year, the group members felt that having such
a visible outlet to help create an awareness of CHAT throughout the school
community was an extremely important and positive achievement. The yearbook is
read by students, parents, teachers and administrative staff, and will help to
advertise the group for the following year. It may also serve to dispel misconceptions
that still exist throughout the school and larger community, by making CHAT’s
objectives clear and demonstrating that it is the responsibility of everyone to help
overcome all forms of discrimination. The project also helped students learn
practical “real world” skills, such as assigning responsibilities, working as a team and
sharing ideas. That said, I noticed that the supporting teachers had an active role in
many decisions.
The second project developed by the group was a competition. The initial idea
was presented by a supporting teacher but the student members worked on opera-
tionalising the project. The activity was designed around a short piece of literature
that discussed the way that homophobia affects all members of society. Student
members created guidelines and rules for the competition, and also broke the
literature into individual ideas. The rules and ideas were then progressively broad-
cast over the PA system and in the daily messages for the next week. Any student
throughout the school who was able to collate and submit all ideas at the beginning
of the next week would win movie passes to a local cinema. It was hoped that the
messages would serve to increase visibility of the group, while educating the general
school community on several issues related to homophobia.
Interviews. In-depth interviews were also conducted with the teachers and students
involved in CHAT. This provided an opportunity for members of CHAT to discuss
a variety of factors without interruption, such as what they perceived to be the
strengths and weaknesses of the group.
The founder of CHAT became involved in the group specifically “to challenge the
uninformed, misinformed, homophobic and intolerant members of the school com-
munity in the hopes that students in particular will become the citizens of a
completely accepting and non-discriminating society”. This basic principle is a goal
all the members of CHAT share and work towards, indicating that, although the
group remains small, its objectives are clear and in keeping with both the GALE BC
guidelines regarding the purposes of GSAs and Canada’s anti-discrimination law.
In terms of the positive aspects of CHAT, one student felt that, “Even though the
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group is still pretty new and has a lot to accomplish, we are making a difference and
a contribution to the school. Lots of our ideas have been implemented, and teachers
and students have been supportive. It’s also good just to have friends to talk to”.
However, all members voiced their strongest concern as being “not enough students
involved in CHAT” for reasons explained previously. One member also commented
“It would be good if CHAT was more fun sometimes, you know, a place to hang out
without always having to work on some project”. Creating a more relaxed and social
atmosphere could easily be achieved with the group meeting weekly instead of
fortnightly, as this would provide time for a range of activities. Additionally, other
GSAs have found it extremely beneficial to occasionally meet after school or go on
weekend outings (Gay and Lesbian Educators of British Columbia, 2001). Another
problem raised by the student members was an occasional frustration at the
interference of the supporting teachers “Sometimes they don’t listen to what we
want to do”. I noted this difficult issue while participating in and observing the
group. Although teachers often have great ideas about how to approach activities
and projects, I agree with the students involved and the recommendations of GALE
BC that encourage the student members wherever possible to work things out for
themselves. At the moment, this is not always the case with CHAT.
Conclusion
Several incidents during my preservice teacher education programme in Queensland
indicated that homophobia is often ignored by teachers and administrative staff in
schools, except if the incident leads to physical violence. Such an approach does
little to educate the school community and challenge perceptions regarding homo-
phobia. GSAs, such as CHAT in Vancouver, British Columbia, have provided a
means to directly address the problems associated with homophobia in the middle
years of schooling. While CHAT and many other GSAs in Vancouver schools are
still in their infancy, there is some reported reduction of incidents of verbal and
physical abuse that students suffer as a result of homophobic discrimination.
Although CHAT is experiencing some difficulties, primarily associated with small
numbers participating in the group, the involved students are actively working
together to enhance awareness of the group and its purposes. I also suggest that
CHAT would greatly benefit from communicating and working with other GSAs in
British Columbia, and by contacting support organisations such as GALE BC.
Communication with other local GSAs would additionally serve to provide a greater
support network for the members of CHAT and to highlight which activities and
ideas have resulted in positive changes regarding homophobia in other schools.
Despite these few problems, CHAT has a strong foundation on which to build and
to continue to challenge homophobia. I am saddened by the fact that, as yet, no
Queensland schools have seen the need to adopt GSAs. However, it has been a
privilege to directly experience and broaden my understanding of educational issues,
such as tackling homophobia, in a global context through this UMAP-funded
exchange programme.
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Schools Within Schools: a panacea for multiculturalism within schools?
SCOTT MCDONALD
Background
The city of Vancouver in British Columbia draws many parallels with the city of
Brisbane in Queensland. Like Brisbane, Vancouver comprises a host of ethnically
diverse subcultures, with a substantial number of English as a Second Language
(ESL) immigrants from Asian countries. Vancouver is also home to a large number
of second-generation and third-generation immigrants who are linguistically indis-
tinguishable from Anglo-Canadians, but whose ethnic origins still greatly influence
their way of life. As part of the UMAP exchange programme, I was offered the
opportunity to complete a practicum at an inner-city Vancouver school. My investi-
gation focused on a particular feature of the school, its “schools within schools”
approach to secondary education.
The school is an inner-city public school with approximately 1900 students,
situated in the less financially affluent East-side. The school’s students have highly
diverse needs, to which the school has responded with a range of “Special Pro-
grams” operating like Kelly’s (1996, p. 293) “schools-within-a-school” (SWS) ap-
proach. This range of mini-schools responds to a wide diversity of different needs,
including drop-out prevention, cultural recognition and academic enhancement, but
also serves to proliferate its own dilemmas. This paper examines the SWS approach
implemented by the school and, through a representation of responses from the staff
in the programmes, reports some of the strengths and weaknesses of implementing
such an approach within a multicultural educational community.
It is important to note the rationale behind breaking up a larger school into
smaller units of SWS. Lee and Smith’s (1995) research found that smaller high
schools are more likely to produce higher levels of student achievement and
engagement. Thus, in order to gain these benefits without physically separating the
school into smaller units, the SWS approach has students separated into different
cohorts for at least one-half of the school day. SWS teachers are given a high degree
of autonomy in relation to student selection, timetabling, curriculum and behaviour
management. They are encouraged to tailor the programme to student needs and to
create a climate of collegiality in which students and teachers work in productive
partnership.
Each Special Programme running at the school is developed with specific pur-
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poses and curriculum goals and aims directed towards these purposes. Currently,
the Special Programmes fall into the categories of Remedial, Cultural and Enrich-
ment. The Remedial programmes include Mini-School 1–6, while the cultural
programmes include Mini-Schools 7 and 8, and the Enrichment programmes are
Mini-Schools 9 and 10.2 The following section explains some of the school’s Special
Programmes, by including excerpts from the programme handbook.
Mini-School 1
The [Mini-School 1] program is designed for students with mild mental
handicaps who are unable to integrate into the regular program full time.
Students are referred by the Learning Services Team … The focus of the
program is to link the special needs students with the school body and the
community and to improve their self esteem, social awareness, and aca-
demic skills.
Mini-School 1 is the only Special Programme within the school that is geared
towards students with intellectual disabilities. Like the other remedial programmes
in operation, it targets students having difficulty working in a conventional class-
room and provides a highly structured classroom with low student numbers and a
high level of learning support.
Mini-School 2
This program is designed for students who have the potential to be
successful in the regular mainstream, but who may have difficulties in the
transition from Grade 7 to Grade 8. The program offers a combination of
self-contained classes in the core subject areas (English, Social Studies,
Math and Science) along with mainstream electives … The program
Teacher and Youth and Family Worker work together to support the
students academically and to address their social and emotional needs.
Mini-School 5
The philosophy of [Mini-School 5] is to provide 9 and 10 level courses in
an alternative setting for students who have not found success in regular
secondary school settings … [Mini-School 5] staff work closely with par-
ents, social workers and other professionals to develop educational pro-
grams suited to each student. [Mini-School 5] program objectives include
the improvement of basic academic skills, the development of self-esteem
and life skills, career preparation and community orientation.
Mini-School 6
[Mini-school 6] provides Grade 11 and 12 level courses in an alternative
setting for students who would not otherwise be in school. All required
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courses are offered and students may graduate from [Mini-School 6] or
chose to re-enter the regular stream. Courses follow the provincial curricu-
lum and students are also presented with opportunities for work experi-
ence, volunteer service in the community, and cultural activities for
enrichment. [Mini-School 6] staff work closely with parents, social workers
and other professionals to develop educational programs suited to each
student.
The most important feature to note about the Remedial programmes Mini-School
2, Mini-School 5 and Mini-School 6 is their avoidance of an expectation of
remaining in the programme from Grade 8 through to Grade 12. By structuring the
programmes as distinctly separate programmes rather than a single remedial pro-
gramme, as is often the case in Queensland schools at the present time, the students
are encouraged to integrate back into a conventional classroom at many junctures.
Thus, students avoid being labelled “a remedial student” and being stigmatised as
a result of this label for the duration of their secondary schooling. This does not in
any way prevent students continuing in the special programme, but instead makes
their re-integration a more manageable goal for educators.
Mini-School 4
[Mini-School 4’s] primary purpose is to work with students who are in
danger of leaving school, or who have been out of school for some time, to
provide a flexible, personalised learning environment in which they may
renew the pursuit of their educational goals.
Although Mini-School 4 is a Grade 8 programme, it is likened to a safety net
aimed at avoiding the high student drop-out rate that plagued the school throughout
the early 1990s. Within the programme, students follow a regular curriculum
programme. However, this is supported with personal counselling and giving the
students individualised learning strategies.
Although there is some amount of overlap between the Grade 8 programmes,
according to the Vice-Principal in charge of all Special Programmes, all of the
remedial programmes, while offering diverse goals and strategies, are necessary
additions to the SWS model:
Some students absolutely need Special Programs with small class sizes and
a more explicitly structured set of rules, so we try to offer as many different
programs to these students as we can. I don’t see the overlapping as a
hindrance to the effectiveness of the SWS model, because the remedial
programs are particularly geared towards re-integration. The primary aim
of many of these programs is to get the students back into a conventional
classroom as quickly as possible.
Mini-School 3
[Mini-School 3] is an alternative ESL program for students aged 13–16.
[T]his program is designed for ESL students who have not been successful
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in learning English and whose language skills preclude them from attending an
alternative program. Students will receive intensive Language and Math support as
well as participating in job readiness training, volunteer experience, recreational and
community activities … The goal of this program is to establish community links, to
build self-esteem, to offer a wide range of experiences and to equip students with
practical life and vocational skills.
Due to the school’s high proportion of students from Eastern Europe, Vietnam,
Japan, China, Korea and South America, a significant ESL programme is included.
The existence of the Mini-School 3 programme ensures a second chance for success
for those students requiring smaller class sizes and more intensive language develop-
ment.
Mini-School 7
The secondary component of the Mini-School 7 Program at [the school]
provides students from both late and early French Immersion the oppor-
tunity to continue their studies in French and to continue the development
of higher level thinking and verbal skills in their second language. The
subjects taught in Grades 8–10 are a natural continuation of the child’s
elementary experiences and, thus, pose no unreasonable challenges as the
students make the transition to secondary school.
As the Mini-School 7 French Immersion programme progresses from Grade 8 to
Grade 12, the amount of time spent in French is reduced until, in Grade 12, the
focus is on the maintenance of French proficiency. Unlike the other programmes,
this one is a district-wide programme funded by the school board. Students who opt
for the programme attend the nearest school to where they live.
Mini-School 8
[Mini-School 8] is an alternative program for First Nations (indigenous
Canadian) students in Grade 8, 9 and 10. The [Mini-School 8] Program
offers a positive, supportive learning environment where students work on
English, Social Studies, Math, and Science. In addition, students are
required to participate in Physical Education, cultural activities, and elec-
tive classes. Emphasis is placed on social/emotional growth … Our Mission
is to prepare students for integration into regular classes, to increase the
academic achievement level of First Nations students, to create respon-
sible, independent learners, to provide cultural enrichment opportunities
and to support students socially and emotionally.
While the Mini-School 8 programme restricts the number of electives students
may choose because of time restrictions, it is not restricted to those students at risk
from dropping out, or those experiencing difficulty with the conventional curricu-
lum. Rather, Mini-School 8 is a cultural pride programme that is open to any First
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Nations students who are interested in learning and experiencing the traditions and
beliefs of their culture.
Mini-School 9
The [Mini-School 9] Program offers students an opportunity to be in-
volved in a comprehensive program for gifted learners. Students will
experience work with groups of students of similar academic orientation.
[Mini-School 9] students will work within the program to develop creative
and/or higher level thinking skills while also developing their organisa-
tional, problem-solving and leadership skills … [Mini-School 9] is a pro-
gram for students who are looking for a secondary program which is
positive, stimulating, and challenging.
Like the following enrichment programme, Mini-School 10, students are selected
for the Mini-School 9 programme on recommendation of their Grade 8 teachers.
However, according to the director of Mini-School 9 and Mini-School 10, a current
weakness of the programme is that students are not re-assessed for the programme
each year:
Currently students are recommended into [Mini-School 10] and [Mini-
School 9] and generally stay there throughout their school years. However
this has often caused the lower band of enrichment students to ease back
on their output. Ideally, in the future, we will reassess each student, so that
students not only work hard to enter the program, but work hard to stay in
the program as well.
Mini-School 10
The [Mini-School 10] Studies Program offers self-motivated students an
opportunity to take responsibility for their own education. Students will
experience independent learning, work in a self-directed way with groups
of students of different ages and grades, and develop effective organisa-
tional, problem-solving and interpersonal skills … This combination of a
Mini-School format and the tremendous variety of electives offered by the
school will be appreciated by those students who want to explore their
interests in a stimulating and challenging learning environment.
While Mini-School 10 is an enrichment programme offered to a select number of
students, it is important to note that the students within the course are not flagged
as “gifted” students in the same manner as the students in the Mini-School 9
programme. The Mini-School 10 programme places high importance on intrinsi-
cally motivated learning and, therefore, those students who are recognised as
responsible, mature learners who work well in group settings are selected for the
programme.
Nonetheless, one important shortfall of a selection process based on teacher
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recommendation is that those students who are prominent stake-holders of class-
room attention are in a position to be considered over the quiet achievers. To
counteract this while at the same time maintaining racial and gender equity in the
enrichment programmes, the school has introduced a quota system to ensure an
even spread of cultures and genders. One interesting fact to note through this
process was stated by the director:
Without the quotas in place, it is doubtful that either [Mini-School 10] or
[Mini-School 9] would contain any Anglo or Hispanic students, and there
would definitely not be any boys in the program.
This begs the question: Should those students in the enrichment programmes be
there purely as a result of their abilities and be assessed through formal testing
processes, even if this means having a limited cultural and gender spread in the
classroom? Alternatively, should students be welcomed into the programme primar-
ily on the basis of their gender or race rather than their currently displayed academic
achievement?
The school’s principal identifies questions such as these as typical of the quan-
daries facing the SWS model:
In comparison with running other schools, being the principal of [the
school] is like being a conductor in a very large orchestra. The challenge is
to orchestrate the dance whereby the students integrate into the different
programs.
However, he identifies the greatest danger with the SWS model as the possible
loss of school identity, as opposed to a fragmented, compartmentalised series of
identities:
[I]t is crucial that students themselves do not identify themselves as a
“program” kid over a school kid. This is the problem facing many schools
in Vancouver at present—that students think of themselves as an enrich-
ment student or a French Immersion student, rather than a student of the
school as a whole. Similarly, it is important that the parents of students see
themselves as parents of our school’s students, not [Mini-School 9]
students or [Mini-School 7] students.
According to the principal, there are several strategies the school employs to avoid
this:
Firstly, it is imperative that students have equal blocks with both the
regular curriculum and their mini-school. Secondly, it is important to
spread school resources across both the mini-schools and the regular
school. This includes personnel—you can’t put all your dynamic teachers
in the Special Programs, otherwise you would have a weaker regular
curriculum. It is very important that the regular curriculum is maintained
at all costs. Therefore, if the Special Programs students have a field trip, we
ensure that the regular classes have the same opportunity … The task is to
make sure there is equity in opportunity. Thirdly, in order to foster a whole
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school culture, the school needs to come together as a large community.
Thus, we ensure many opportunities for whole school assemblies, parent
nights and events such as the science fair in which all students participate.
Also, each day the students are given their announcements over the school
PA system and this is especially used for whole school announcements.
However, the principal rejects the notion raised by some educators on staff that
this compartmentalisation is beneficial for multicultural harmony within the school.
He emphasises that the SWS model should not be seen as a panacea for multicultur-
alism:
It is the measures that we have in place to enhance a whole-school culture
which make all the difference to racial accord at [our school]. The SWS
model may help a little by removing those students who can be negative
influences within the conventional classroom, but breaking the school into
smaller units is not the best way to have the students mesh together as a
collective whole.
Conclusion
In conclusion, it can be seen that the success of the SWS model is highly dependent
upon a strong regular curriculum with an even spread of resources, including
personnel resources, between the two. Additionally, the important focus within a
remedial mini-school should be the re-integration of students into the regular
programme. A danger with the SWS model is having mini-schools fragment away
from the regular programme, and resulting animosity between the different pro-
grammes. However, with an emphasis on whole-school culture as well as a strong
student base for the programme, the SWS model as exemplified by this school can
certainly offer an example to larger schools interested in offering greater options for
students.
Student-Teachers as Educational Philosophers: response
LINDA FARR DARLING
I recently came across the suggestion that aspiring teachers should “become philoso-
phers of their own educations” (Diller, 1998). That is, the enterprise of learning to
teach should ideally challenge students to examine (and re-examine) the concepts,
commitments and contexts that underlie their emerging practices and social interac-
tions in classrooms and schools (as well as the practices they observe). This process
involves cultivating a number of abilities and dispositions, among them the imagin-
ative capacity to continually view the world from fresh angles and perspectives.
Compatible with constructivist orientations toward education, becoming a philoso-
pher of one’s own education is an intriguing notion to contemplate because it puts
student-teachers directly in charge of their own intellectual and professional growth.
Teacher educators can provide rich opportunities for experience, as well as useful
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tools for learning from it, but the student-teacher ultimately has to put these
together into a philosophy and set of practices that works for them.
The three papers presented here show what the process of becoming a philosopher
of one’s own education begins to look like in practice. Certainly overseas travel is a
powerful catalyst for acquiring new perspectives on teaching and learning, but these
three student-teachers do not stop at describing the classrooms they see half a world
away from home. Nor do they concentrate their efforts on describing particular
pedagogies or teaching exemplars and comparing them with more familiar models.
Interestingly, all three take a broader view, choosing to investigate aspects of the
political and social issues that surround schooling in liberal democratic societies. By
stepping out of the individual classrooms to which they were assigned, these three
aspiring teachers reveal how they seized the opportunity to use fresh contexts as
backdrops for exploring their own educational commitments; in particular, their
ethical commitments to providing equal educational opportunity for the students
they will soon teach. In this way, all three address aspects of teaching for social
justice: Paula, by investigating the presence or absence of Aboriginal content in
British Columbia school curricula; Chris, by looking at attempts to reduce homo-
phobia in schools on two continents; and Scott, by focusing on schools-within-
schools as a potentially effective response to meeting diverse student needs, but one
that nevertheless may hinder multicultural goals of unity.
Each of the three commentaries has special implications for teacher education in
Canada and Australia (and elsewhere for that matter). The comparative views
offered by the student-teachers highlight the extent of our common educational
concerns. At the University of British of Columbia, as in many institutions, all of our
elementary, middle, and secondary teacher education programmes include a manda-
tory course on “race, class and gender”. Our course is called Analysis of Educational
Concepts, and it examines the ways in which institutional policies and practices
attempt to provide educational opportunities for all Canadian students. It is one of
several “foundations” courses that are offered in the first term of the student’s
programme, before any practicum experiences. In the course, aspiring teachers
consider the degree to which ideals and realities might come together in schools and
classrooms, beginning with conceptual inquiries into the nature and aims of edu-
cation. Topics for reading typically include anti-racist and multicultural pro-
grammes, perspectives on gender, curriculum about First Nations peoples,
conditions of poverty and class, politics related to language learning, and educa-
tional issues surrounding sexual orientation. The introduction to the course reader
shared by all classes explains that the course, “challenges teachers to recognise and
to be sensitive to the social realities they will face in the communities, schools and
classrooms where they will work”. The course has met with varying degrees of
success as seen through SCETS (student course evaluations). Many students find
this kind of theoretical exploration valuable and relevant to teachers’ work. But, each
year, a small number of students resist what they perceive as doctrinaire readings
and/or didactic teaching methods. Other students protest against engaging in philo-
sophical analysis, which they find difficult and tedious. Still other students claim that
the theories they are asked to explore through the readings have little to do with
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actual practice. I have no doubt that these complaints will sound familiar to my
Australian counterparts who teach similar courses in educational foundations. Each
year, a committee of instructors gets together to evaluate concerns, update readings,
and suggest supporting resources such as videos and websites. But the course
remains, largely intact, as a cornerstone of teacher preparation.
The papers authored by the three students who experienced 10 weeks observing
and working in Canadian schools suggest that we might be wise to reconsider both
the placement of this foundational course, and the methods of inquiry it employs.
The sense of liveliness, immediacy and authenticity that accompanies the three
students’ observations and reflections is often missing from the essays and research
papers written on campus—although the topics students write on are very similar. At
the very beginning of a programme and in the absence of any recent school
experiences, theoretical exploration of these sorts of issues is bound to look lifeless
in comparison with that written in the field. The Australian students were con-
fronted daily by situations that compelled them to question, compare and evaluate
the effectiveness of certain school practices at home and abroad. As an example,
Chris viewed the establishment of GSAs in some Vancouver Schools as evidence
that the enduring problem of homophobia was acknowledged by school officials here
in a way that it has not yet been recognised in Queensland. The fact that these
groups have formal school support gave Chris some reason to hope that similar
initiatives might be tried at home.
Faced with a new and unfamiliar cultural horizon, the Australian students
searched for similarities and differences they could make sense of, and the features
they identified propelled further inquiry. Paula found that in a school with virtually
no Aboriginal students, Aboriginal curriculum was conspicuously absent from social
studies classes. Her curiosity about this omission prompted examination of the
British Columbia Ministry of Education’s document Shared Learnings, which she
then compared with Australian initiatives and policies. Paula used the absence of
Indigenous curriculum in her practicum classroom as an entry point for constructing
a rationale for including Indigenous content in all Canadian and Australian schools.
The tools the three students used to investigate (interview skills, methods of
document analysis, etc.) were developed as they were needed, and were tied to
resolving what Dewey would call genuine “felt” doubt. This ensured vivid descrip-
tions and interesting analyses that seemed fuelled by a sincere desire to know.
Scott’s detailed description of alternative “schools-within-schools” was ac-
companied by his ongoing concern that such divisions could fragment a school and
therefore work against goals of multiculturalism. His interview with the school
principal gave him a deeper appreciation of the complexity of the issue, and a way
to begin re-evaluating school governance structures back home.
The three papers shared here point to rich possibilities for teacher education as
active inquiry into educational policies and practices within particular contexts. The
social, political and cultural comparisons were clearly important to the Australian
students’ development as philosophers of their own educations. There may be a
useful lesson here; students in teacher preparation programmes in British Columbia
typically spend extended time in a single practicum setting. Perhaps we need to
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think about providing our students more fertile ground for reflection by placing
them in several schools and classrooms over the time of their preparation as
teachers. Wide variation in school populations exists even within one school district
and one community, prompting hard and persistent questions about the provision of
educational opportunities for disadvantaged individuals and groups (Levin, 1995).
Although few aspiring teachers have the chance to experience a practicum halfway
around the world, teacher educators can help them see with fresh eyes, the varieties
of educational experience in their own back yards.
Notes
1. Pride UBC discussion meetings are held once a week during the academic year.
2. To preserve anonymity, the actual names of the mini-schools have not been used.
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